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or	 others’	 lacks	 thereof.	 	These	 moral	 portrayals	 of	 themselves	 and	 of	
others—whether	in	the	form	of	brief	anecdotes	or	longer	narratives—were	
told	to	me	frequently	and	explicitly	during	the	time	I	spent	in	Muinane	
communities.	 	As	 a	 result,	 I	 soon	 lost	my	 initial	 culture	 shock	 at	 such	
apparent	 immodesty	 and	 shrewishness.	 	 I	 started	 to	 think	 about	 such	
moral	portrayals	as	a	matter	of	puzzlement	and	then	focused	on	them	as	
examples	of	people	citing	much-used	narrative	 frames	and	symbols.	 	 In	
this	paper	I	attend	selectively	to	a	particular	set	of	portrayals	and	practices	
that	 pertain	mainly	 to	men:	 those	 concerning	 forms	 of	 knowledge	 that	
Muinane	 people	 deemed	 their	 own	 and	 different	 from	 other	 people’s.	





of	 it.	 	 Women	 too	 produced	 numerous	 self-depictions,	 but	 expressed	
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less	of	an	obsession	with	 their	own	agency,	and	no	claims	 to	dangerous	
knowledge.	 	Most	of	 the	People	of	 the	Center	 I	 knew—both	men	and	
women—also	 produced	 numerous	 negative	 evaluations	 of	 other	 people,	
concerning	the	same	issues.		They	surreptitiously	and	openly	denied	the	
















were	very	aware	 that	 their	ways	and	actions	were	 likely	 to	be	evaluated	
by	others,	and	in	fact	many	of	their	moral	self-portrayals	took	the	form	
of	quotations	of	what	others—kin,	but	also	the	dead	and	other	kinds	of	
beings—had	purportedly	 said	about	 them.	 	My	conviction	 is	 that	 these	
discourses—along	 with	 other	 discursive	 and	 nondiscursive	 practices	 of	
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that	my	understandings	of	 the	 subjectivities	of	 individual	People	of	 the	
Center	are	inevitably	based	on	my	understandings	of	my	own	subjectivity,	









reflexively,	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 understandings	 (or	misunderstandings)	
of	 themselves	 and	of	 the	world.7	 	They	 too	 see (and	 intimately	 believe)	
that	certain	forms	of	action	and	subjectivity	are	admirable	or	despicable,	
though	these	may	well	differ	from	the	forms	I	admire	or	despise.
	 In	 the	 pages	 that	 follow,	 I	 will	 present	my	 synthetic	 interpretation	
of	 People	 of	 the	Center’s—sometimes	 specifically	Muinane’s—accounts	
of	how	the	“knowledge	of	our	own”	and	associated	practices	 relate	with	











proper	 human	 beings	 with	 the	 capacity	 to	 live	 as	 such	 beings	 should.	
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attributed	 animalistic	 thoughts/emotions	 (see	Londoño	 Sulkin	 2005:7–
30).		
	 According	 to	 several	mambeadores	 I	 asked,	 the	 ultimate	 purpose	 of	
human	life	was	to	reproduce	“humanity”—a	term	that	could	encompass	
the	 kinship	 group,	 People	 of	 the	 Center,	 or	 the	 human	 species	 more	
generally.		This	reproduction	involved	the	intentional	manufacture	of	new	




Many	 standard	 activities	 in	Muinane	people’s	 lives—whether	 quotidian	
or	occasional,	ceremonial	or	not—related	to	this.		A	common	premise	of	
much	of	what	they	said	and	did	was	that	people’s	material	constitution,	
by	 the	 substances	 that	 they	 stated	made	 up	 the	 body,	 determined	 their	




“spoke	 through”	 people,	 generating	 their	moral	 thoughts/emotions	 and	
bodily	sensations.		
	 The	 very	 materiality	 of	 people’s	 subjectivities	 and	 agencies	 made	
them	vulnerable	to	the	evil	of	animals	and	other	inhuman	beings,	whom	
my	 interlocutors	 among	People	 of	 the	Center	 often	 accused	 of	 placing	
their	 own	 perverse,	 subjectivity-endowing	 substances	 inside	 people,	 or	
otherwise	 impinging	upon	people’s	bodily	health.	 	On	several	occasions	
I	witnessed,	when	people	became	physically	incapable	of	contributing	to	






cosmology—where	 beings	 perceive	 themselves	 and	 those	 with	 bodies	
like	their	own	as	“human”—provided	a	frame	in	which	such	accusations	
were	plausible.		People	with	animalistic	subjectivities	could	perceive	other	
beings	 who	 had	 bodies	 like	 their	 own	 as	 “human,”	 but	 would	mistreat	
them	 in	 the	 fashion	 that	 animals	 and	other	 inhuman	beings	mistreated	
4
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their	 co-specifics,	 whom	 they	 too	 perceived	 as	 “human”	 (see	 Londoño	
Sulkin	2005:7–30,	for	a	more	thorough	discussion	of	Viveiros	de	Castro’s	












and	others	 that	were	agents	 in	 their	own	right	and	endowed	with	 their	
own	intentionality.		Many	of	the	manipulations	in	question	were	conceived	




Furthermore,	 people—mainly	 the	mambeadores,	 but	 for	 a	 few	 purposes	





people-making	 or	 community-making	 purpose	 (on	 such	 purposes,	 see	
Londoño	Sulkin	2000:170–186	 and	2001:434;	 and	Overing	 and	Passes	
2000).		
	 The	 instrumental	Speeches	were	part	of	what	People	of	 the	Center	
referred	 to	 in	 Spanish	 as	 el conocimiento propio,	 the	 “knowledge	 of	 our	
own.”8	 	 In	 my	 experience,	Muinane	 people	 used	 the	 term	 “knowledge	
of	our	own”	mostly	to	contrast	it	with	the	Speeches	and	other	privileged	







	 The	 different	 instrumental	 Speeches	 pertained	 to	 numerous	 fields	
5
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of	endeavour	and	to	different	moments	 in	 life.	 	They	were	more	or	 less	
formulaic	utterances	that	mambeadores understood	to	act	in	different	ways	
to	 change	 some	 aspect	 of	 the	 world.	 	My	 interlocutors	made	 different	




him	 (or	 her,	 depending	 on	 the	 clan	 of	 the	 person	 telling	 the	 story)	 to	
carry	out.	 	Alternatively	 the	spoken	utterances	 themselves	were	deemed	
to	be	powerful,	or	somehow	able	to	harness	the	agency	of	substances	(for	
a	 similar	 description	 of	 people	 using	 alternative	 accounts,	 see	Tambiah	
1968:183).
	 Real	People’s	transformations	of	misanthropic	agents,	their	substances,	
their	 thoughts/emotions	 and	 their	 agencies	 into	 their	 proper	 human	
counterparts	 seemed	 to	 involve	 two	main	 forms	of	manipulation.	 	One	
was	the	material	manipulation	of	substances	and	agents,	or	of	substance-













rhythmic	 dialogues,	 which	 at	 some	 stage	 involved	 lists	 of	 statements,	
including	 metalinguistic	 ones	 about	 the	 statements’	 effectiveness	 that	
affirmed	 that	 these	 evils	 were	 being	 swept	 away,	 proscribed,	 or	 blown	
away.10	
	 Another	 form	 of	 divine	 performativity	 was	 the	 use	 of	 “naming.”	
Ovikihi	(to	aim),	mómonihi	(to	name),	and ímijisuhi	(to	name	into	good/	
beautiful),	were	several	forms	of	naming	that	Muinane	people	understood	
to	generate	 the	 effects	named.	 	An	example	of	 such	performativity	was	
the	“naming	of	the	flesh”	of	certain	dangerous	fish,	transforming	the	fish	
into	manioc.		People	understood	this	to	transform	the	original	substance,	
pre-empting	 its	 more	 dangerous	 characteristics.	 	The	 fish’s	 pathogenic	
features	 were	 disarmed	 because	 processed	 manioc	 was	 not	 pathogenic.	
6
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Several	of	my	mambeadero	interlocutors	were	explicit	about	the	fact	that	
naming	 could	 be	 very	 dangerous,	 and	much	more	 so	when	 effected	 by	





	 Many	 salient	 endeavors	 among	Muinane	 and	 other	 People	 of	 the	
Center	made	some	use	or	another	of	this	transformative,	predatory	agency	
(Echeverri	2000;	Londoño	Sulkin	2000	and	2001b;	Overing	and	Passes	
2000).	 	Food	and	 ritual	 substance	preparations	were	often	 spoken	of	 as	
filtering	or	purifying	processes	in	which	some	agent—water,	fire,	or	some	
other	 subjectivity-endowed	 substance	 or	 object—killed,	 destroyed,	 or	










prey	 for	people.	 	Finally,	 the	building	of	malocas	 (traditional	ceremonial	
and	residential	houses)	involved	numerous	transformations	of	diseases	and	
negative	 affects	 into	 elements	 of	 the	 house,	 and	 the	 “domestication”	 of	
evil	 agents	 such	 as	 the	 great	 trees	 that	 became	 house	 pillars	 or	 drums.	
According	 to	mambeadores’	metacommentaries	on	 the	Speech	of	Maloca	
Construction,	 once	 it	 transformed	 them	 into	 a	 house,	 these	 elements	
became	protective	guardians	 that	ensured	 the	health	and	 fertility	of	 the	
maloca’s	inhabitants.		
	 Such	views	of	the	cosmos	and	of	agency	within	it	appeared	often	in	
People	 of	 the	 Center’s	 emotional	 talk	 and	moral	 portrayals.	 	 It	 always	
seemed	 to	 me	 to	 be	 an	 intimately	 persuasive	 account	 of	 experienced	





main	 claim	 in	 critiques	 of	 allegedly	 immoral	 behavior.	 	The	 claims	 in	
question	also	seemed	to	me	to	convey	the	deep	aesthetic	involvement	of	
7
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People	of	the	Center	(especially	the	men)	with	a	certain	picture	of	agency	
that	 involved	on	 the	one	hand	manifesting	great	 tranquility,	 competent	
sociability	and	concerned	care	for	others,	and	on	the	other	a	capacity	for	
esoterically	violent	predatory	action.		















	 Ultimately,	 knowledge—namely,	 Speeches—could	 only	 be	 gauged	
as	 “true”	 (míya-)	 a posteriori,	when	 it	 “dawned”	 or	 “made	 something	 be	
seen,”	that	is,	when	its	effects	became	materially	perceptible	and	beneficial.	





of	Real	People.	 	True	Speeches	 led	 to	material	abundance,	 satiety,	good	
health,	tranquil	community	life	and	demographic	increase.12	
	 In	 oft-repeated	 abstract	 accounts,	 a	mambeador	 who	 had	 plenty	 of	
mambe	 and	 tobacco	 paste	 showed,	 by	 virtue	 of	 his	 possession	 of	 such	
substances,	 that	 his	 Speeches	 had	 “dawned”	 and	 that	 he	 was	 indeed	 a	
moral,	 knowledgeable	 person.	 	Along	 similar	 lines,	men	 and	women	of	
the	Center	told	me	on	different	occasions	that	a	woman	who	possessed	
a	 beautiful,	 well-weeded	 garden	 and	 who	 always	 had	 an	 abundance	 of	
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did	not	result	 in	well-behaved	children,	 in	the	healing	of	diseases,	or	 in	

































was	 for	production	that	 led	 to	satiety—a	state	of	cool	 satisfaction—and	
derogated	 its	misuse	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 sorcery.	 	 Sorcery	 did	 produce	
9
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Muinane	men.	 	They	told	me	about	their	 ignorant	and	 innocent	youth,	








their	personal	histories.	 	Rather,	 I	believe	 that	oft-repeated	 stories	 such	
as	this	one,	which	involved	interactions	between	stereotypical	characters	












benevolence,	 discipline,	 and	 correctness	 in	 matters	 of	 knowledge,	 and	
bracketed	the	intrinsic	agency	of	the	Speeches.		
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of	many	Speeches	was	 that	 they	 be	 deployed	 in	 the	 form	of	 dialogues.	
Individuals	 often	 emitted	 judgments	 of	 particular	 instances	 of	 speech	
deployment,	 or	 of	 their	 own	 and	 others’	 talents	 in	 this	 regard.	 	 Pablo,	
for	instance,	told	me	his	son	lacked	the	ability	to	“give	him	strength”	in	
dialogue.		I	witnessed	one	dialogue	between	them	and	found	that,	indeed,	











transmission	 went	 both	 ways.	 	 Since	 the	 Speeches	 themselves	 were	
sentient	 beings	 and	were	 tied	 to	 agential	 substances,	 their	 transmission	
and	 acquisition	 required	 care.	 	 Knowledge	 transmitted	 inappropriately	
could	 attack	 either	 giver	 or	 receiver,	 or	 simply	 sulk	 and	 cease	 to	work.	




make	 sure	 they	 did	 not	 give	 others	 Speeches	 carelessly.	 	 (See	Overing	




as	 represented	 in	Speeches	of	Apprising,	and	 in	much	other	 rhetoric	as	
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ON THE DESIRE FOR PREDATORY AGENCY
	 People	of	the	Center’s	accounts	of	the	nature	of	agency	in	the	cosmos	








Their	 expressions	of	 this	 ranged	 from	 (1)	David’s	 and	Abel’s	numerous	














them	dangerous	 to	 evil	 beings	were	 also	 capable	 of	 harming	 them	 and	
other	innocent	human	beings.15
	 Such	was	the	interest	of	a	few	individuals	in	dangerous	agency	or	in	
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about	 a	 practice	 (I	 imagine	 it	 was	Vodou)	 that	 involved	 using	 pictures	














of	knowledge.	 	 It	was	 from	a	 seated	position	 in	 this	 circle	of	 seats	 that	
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had	deep,	strong	roots	that	no	wind	could	uproot.		The	Nonuya	man	who	
best	explained	this	to	me	spoke	admiringly	about	the	mature	mambeador,	
who	had	 a	 tobacco	“tree”	 rooted	 in	 his	 abdomen.	 	 	 It	was	 this	 tobacco	
tree	 that	 kept	 him	 firmly	 rooted	 at	 the	moral	 center	 of	 his	 world,	 the	
mambeadero.	 	 Such	 a	 man	 featured	 a	 keen	 awareness	 of	 propriety	 and	
impropriety,	and	had	the	strength,	the	control,	and	the	presence	of	mind	
to	reject	all	temptation	to	misbehave	and	violate	the	prescriptions	of	his	
forefathers.	 	 He	 recognized	 what	 knowledge	 belonged	 to	 him	 and	 his	
people,	and	what	belonged	to	others.		Unlike	a	flitting	youth,	the	“wind”	
of	others’	knowledge	did	not	unseat	him	or	seduce	him	into	forgetting	his	
own.	 	Furthermore,	 in	 the	process	of	aging	and	transforming	 into	paste	
as	described	in	Speeches	of	Apprising,	tobacco	becomes	an	unstoppable	
predator	that	can	destroy	all	enemies.		Ideally,	this	is	also	true	of	men.
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agency	 that	 featured	 a	 combination	of	 sociability	 and	benevolence	with	
great	esoteric	capability.		
QUOTING OTHERS IN CLAIMS TO KNOWLEDGE
	 Many	of	the	self-portrayals	individual	People	of	the	Center	produced	
described	 the	 speaker	 with	 quoted	 evaluations	 by	 third	 parties.	 	These	
descriptions	 showed	 me	 that	 people	 were	 attentive	 to	 others’	 views	 of	
them,	or	at	 least	that	positing	third	person	views	to	describe	or	account	
for	themselves	was	acceptable	(see	Oakdale	2005).		There	was	much	else	




















Caleb	 claimed	he	had	 said,	 a	 phrase	 that	was	 both	 a	 standard	 greeting	
and	 an	 accusatory	 statement.	 	He	 described	 how	 his	 uncle	 had	 looked	
at	 him	 and	 said,	 “I,	 who	 remained	 undiscovered	 by	 elders	 and	men	 of	
knowledge,	am	now	discovered	by	a	mere	orphan!”		I	understood	Nimrod’s	
15
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sorcerous	 rituals,	 and	 nothing	 they	 chose	 to	 look	 into	 would	 remain	
a	mystery.	 	However,	 they	 also	 stated	 that	 great	 sorcerers	 could	 escape	
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for	his	 claim.	 	As	 told	by	Lazarus,	he	 also	provided	 further	warning	of	
future	shame	to	Abel,	should	he	not	be	able	to	heal	a	child	when	requested	


















of	Lazarus’s	 account,	Abel’s	 own	moral	 self-portrayal	 to	 the	 effect	 that	
he	“had	power”	appears	to	me	to	have	been	infelicitous,	for	Lazarus	not	
only	did	not	accept	Abel’s	statement,	but	strongly	refused	the	egalitarian	




	 Anecdotes	 such	 as	 Lazarus’s	 (and	 Abel’s	 purported	 one)	 cite,	 and	
17
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depend	 upon,	 local	 accounts	 of	 human	 ontogeny,	 competence,	 and	










the	 self-portrayal.	 	Finally,	 these	 self-portrayals	 and	 critiques,	 like	most	









immoral,	 animalistic,	 or	 otherwise	 inadequate	 by	 others	 around	 them.	
This	was	 a	 gendered	 ideal	 of	 agency.	 	On	 the	 one	 hand	 there	was	 the	
complex	 image	of	 the	“true	man”	(imíyagaifi),	a	man	of	knowledge,	 tied	
to	his	patriline	and	to	its	land,	and	capable	of	contributing	to	the	proper	
course	 of	 everyday	 life	 there,	 be	 it	 through	 his	 own	 sociable	 action	 or	
through	dangerous	predatory	knowledge	 and	esoteric	 violence.	 	On	 the	
other	 hand	 (which	 I	 did	 not	 explore	 here)	 there	was	 the	“true	woman”	
(imíyagaigo):	hard-working,	conscientious,	generous,	caring,	and	faithful.	
Both	men	 and	women	 tended	 to	 help	 reproduce	 these	 ideals,	 for	 both	
genders.		(On	differences	in	gendered	agencies,	see	Belaunde,	intra.)
	 To	 make	 my	 initial	 claim	 plausible,	 I	 discussed	 several	 matters:	
Muinane	accounts	of	agency—of	thoughts/emotions	and	action—in	the	
cosmos,	the	coherence	of	which	I	believe	contributed	to	their	compelling	
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produced	 a	 certain	 style	 of	 walking,	 talking,	 or	 otherwise	 interacting	
with	 others,	 in	 situations	when	 I	 suspected	 that	 I	would	 otherwise	 not	


















were	 constituted	 by	 different	 substances	 that	 determined	 their	 identity,	
their	subjectivity,	their	actions,	and,	in	general,	their	agency.		In	that	world,	
people	were	axiomatically	moral.		However,	outside	agents—animals	and	





	 Muinane	 people’s	 talk	 about,	 and	 practice	 of,	 knowledge	 and	 the	
world,	 translated	 into	 persuasive,	 plausible,	 self-referring	 accounts	 of	
phenomenological	experience—of	thoughts/emotions	and	motivations—
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seemed	 to	 have	 been	 an	 important	 consideration	 for	 some	 men	 when	
deciding	not	to	leave	the	settlement	where	they	lived	with	their	brothers,	
and	where	there	was	much	unpleasant	conflict.		
	 Much	 of	 the	 talk	 of	 People	 of	 the	 Center	 showed	 that	 they	 were	
attentive	to	others’	evaluations	of	behavior,	and	a	few	times	I	heard	people	
refer	explicitly	to	the	critical	commentary	that	was	rife	in	their	communities.	





interpretations	of	 their	 actions	and	 subjectivities—People	of	 the	Center	
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	 3.	 	Mambe	was	 the	Spanish	 term	 for	 a	mix	of	 toasted	 and	powdered	 coca	
leaves	and	the	ashes	of	Cecropia	leaves.		The	verbal	form	was	mambear,	and	this	
was	done	by	packing	the	green	powder	into	the	cheeks	and	keeping	it	there	for	









monolithic	 culture.	 	 People	 sometimes	 spoke	 in	 different	 terms	 about	 these	
matters.
	 7.	 	 I	 am	 attending	 here	 to	 Cohen’s	 (1994:5,	 6)	 and	Overing	 and	 Passes”	
(2000)	call	for	attention	to	individual	consciousness,	and	to	Taylor’s	(1985:294)	
arguments	 to	 the	effect	 that	human	beings	are	 self-interpreting	animals	whose	
interpretations	involve	qualitative	distinctions	of	worth.		
	 8.	 	 The	 Spanish	 term	 “conocimiento propio”	 has	 no	 simple	 translation	 in	
Muinane.		However,	the	linguist	Consuelo	Vengoechea	(personal	communication)	





conocimiento propio—they	 found	 it	not	 to	 suit	women’s	bodily	constitution,	and	
vice	versa.	
	 10.		See	Echeverri’s	(1997:250)	excellent	example	of	a	performative	discourse	
among	 the	 Uitoto	 (without	 using	 the	 term	 “performative,”	 though).	 	 See	
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